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In several Hollywood movies set in New Orleans, ill-adapted, unruly or otherwise
daring or volatile women serve the cinematographic portrayal of the major city of
Louisiana as a locus of cultural, sexual and racial instability, as well as a site of
duplicity and make-believe suitable for staged performances. Presented as a strikingly
un-American city where cultural codes mingle and mix without, however, dissolving
into a “melting pot”, the New Orleans on screen often provides a backdrop for
celluloid stories which challenge the romantic image of the antebellum South.
Two such fictional female figures who defy the vision of the pastoral “Old South”
rooted in 19 th century plantation novels and early filmic stories on the American
South, can be found in William Wyler’s Jezebel (1938) and The Flame of New Orleans
(1941), a movie made by the French filmmaker, René Clair, during his exile in the
United States. In Wyler’s Jezebel, released a year before David O. Selznick’s box-office
success Gone with the Wind, Julie Marsden (Bette Davis) transgresses the honor codes
imposed on Southern Belles. To what extent the leading lady’s misconduct triggers the
greatest cataclysm in the South before the Civil War – the outbreak of yellow fever
that devastated New Orleans in the 1850s – remains a question mark at the end of
Wyler’s melodrama which leads us to ponder over the associations between the
calamitous conduct of the female misfit and the mishaps of the in/famous Southern
city. Just as dramatically, and echoing the unorthodoxy of Wyler’s protagonist, René
Clair’s satirical The Flame of New Orleans presents us with Claire Ledoux (Marlene
Dietrich), a dubious foreign countess who contaminates the codes of chivalry and
cavalier customs still prevalent in the South.
Set in the pre-Civil War New Orleans, both films pivot around a theatrical female
persona and could therefore be viewed as mere “entertainment” or as “women’s films”
with limited interest. A closer examination of the two whimsical women of New
Orleans raises more extensive questions regarding the city’s multicultural and
multiracial history. This is rendered perceptible through the dual portrayal of the
emblematic fair-skinned lady and the presence of her mulatto servant, played in both
movies by the same actress, Theresa Harris (Jette in Jezebel, Clementine in The Flame
of New Orleans). Rather than creating another “happy darky” as many American
movies of the same era, William Wyler and René Clair reconstruct the character of a
mixed race, and complicate the cinematic representation of New Orleans as a
spectacular city of transition prior to the emergence of the “New South”. But above
all, as illustrated by Jezebel and The Flame of New Orleans, the harbor city of New
Orleans – with its French, Creole and Southern heritages – unfolds on screen like the
perfect port of entry for precisely the kinds of “contaminations”, “impurities” and
“metaphoric miscegenations” required by movie scenarios marked by repetition and
variation.
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